In many species of colonial seabirds, young birds visit colonies in the years before they start breeding. This prospecting behaviour may allow them to obtain information that could enhance their future breeding success. We examined the reproductive consequences of prospecting behaviour in the colonial great cormorant, and found support for this idea. New breeders that had been prospecting actively in the previous year obtained breeding sites of higher quality (i.e. closer to sites where conspecifics had fledged young in the previous year) and had higher breeding success than those that had been less active. Prospecting occurred mostly late in the breeding season, and coincided with the time when the majority of the eggs had hatched but before the chicks started fledging, that is, when breeding success in the colony reflected habitat suitability. These results are thus consistent with the use of conspecific reproductive performance as a cue for the quality of a breeding habitat as expected from the 'performance-based conspecific attraction hypothesis'.
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Delayed start of breeding is a common feature of colonially breeding birds. Danchin et al. (1991) gave an extensive list of references and more studies have appeared since then (Osorio-Beristain & Drummond 1993; Bregnballe 1996) . In some of these species, the prohibitively high cost of breeding in young birds may indeed explain delayed breeding (Wooller & Coulson 1977) . For example, young birds might have lower foraging ability than older birds (see Machetti & Price 1989 for a review). There is also evidence, however, that suggests that young birds are constrained in their choice of when to start breeding owing to their inferiority as competitors compared with older birds. For example, age at first breeding is higher in dense populations where intraspecific competition for nest sites or food is likely to be more intense (Wooller & Coulson 1977) . Furthermore, vacant nest sites tend to be reoccupied immediately in dense populations (Coulson & Horobin 1971; Potts et al. 1980; Zack & Stutchbury 1992 ; J. Gregersen, unpublished data), contrary to expectation if delayed start of breeding is due only to restraint.
Young birds are often seen in colonies in their prebreeding years, and this prospecting behaviour has been suggested to be an information-gathering process enhancing the individuals' probability of breeding successfully in the future (Harris 1966; Coulson & Horobin 1971; Hudson 1985; Porter 1988; Cadiou et al. 1994; Reed et al., in press) . Recently, three models have been proposed independently that have addressed potential advantages of prospecting and delayed breeding (Zack & Stutchbury 1992; Forbes & Kaiser 1994; Boulinier & Danchin 1997) . Their assumptions vary slightly owing to the different scenarios considered, but the critical assumption in all is that prospecting enhances the bird's chances of acquiring a high-quality breeding site, and the basic conclusion is robust. According to these studies, prospecting rather than attempting to breed is the favoured strategy when high-quality sites are scarce, site quality is highly predictable from one breeding season to the next, and survival rate is high. If high-quality sites are scarce, the probability of acquiring one is low. If the increase in probability of acquiring a high-quality nesting site outweighs the cost of a lost breeding attempt, prospecting will be advantageous. If habitat quality is not predictable from one season to the next then quality in one season does not give any information about how the quality will be the following season, and there will be no advantage of prospecting. Finally, the higher the survival rate the lower the cost of prospecting in terms of lost
